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1. INTRODUCTION 

Crowds have been attracting growing attention in technology and innovation management since the 
convergence of academic and business interests in the diffusion of digital platforms for crowdsourcing, 
crowdfunding, and the like (Afuah and Tucci, 2012; Brabham, 2013; 2008; Howe, 2006). In many 
regards, the growing importance of collectives such as crowds is due to their ability to create 
knowledge and stimulate innovation beyond the boundaries of the firm (Adler 2015; Boudreau and 
Lakhani 2009; Franke, Keinz, and Klausberger, 2013, Henkel and von Hippel 2004; Jeppesen and 
Frederiksen 2006, Levine and Prietula, 2014). 

The lack of consensus on what “crowd” means leads to potential misunderstandings regarding crowd 
behavior, structure, and social impact (Wexler, 2011). Since the characteristics and dynamics of the 
collectives profoundly affect the way they are efficiently governed, understanding such characteristics 
and dynamics is crucial for the success of these organizations. Otherwise, the risk of overestimating or 
underestimating the resource investment and desired outputs is high. In this paper, we address the 
discussion on crowds as an organizational form, focusing on innovation implications. The aim of the 
paper is to bridge different disciplinary contributions on crowdsourcing (e.g., technology management, 
innovation studies, information and computer science) under an organizational perspective. The 
arguments developed in this paper extend theoretical insights from the state of the art on 
crowdsourcing and organization science, and identifying crowd-based organizations’ core as well as 
other characteristics of different types of crowd organizations. 

2. Online crowd organizations 
We define an online crowd as a large gathering of heterogeneous individuals (interchangeable and 
anonymous), with a common goal, following constitutive rules and achieving their goals through a set 
of activities characterized by seriality. We also list other features such as goal orientation, growth rates, 
and emergent norms. Understanding the characteristics of this type of collective is essential to discuss 
the mechanisms that govern them. In this section, we conceptually move from collectives of individuals 
with specific characteristics and dynamics to organizations that access crowds for economic or social 
goals (see Puranam, Alexy, and Reitzig, 2014). To start with, we discuss whether crowds are eligible as 
an organizational form. 

2.1 Online crowd organizations membership 
One of the key characteristics that differentiate online crowds from other collectives, is the fact that 
crowd members are involved in activities characterized by a high degree of seriality (Viscusi and Tucci, 
2018). In governance terms, seriality translates into generalized equality. Since members are 
anonymous and interchangeable, there is no differentiation, stratification, or hierarchy amongst them, 
nor amongst the roles and tasks that they undertake. They are equally aligned, meaning that no power 
is associated to the roles, and no task is more “important” than any other task. In addition to seriality 
and equality, crowd members are autonomous, they voluntarily self-select while pursuing a goal or 
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undertaking a task to reach a target goal. The serial and voluntary nature of this relationship leaves 
crowd members and external actors, when there is an external actor that aims to access the knowledge 
of the crowd (henceforth called the “seeker” for the sake of simplicity) without any formal or informal 
authority over each other. 
 
Considering the layered modular architecture of digital platforms such as the ones enacting crowd-
oriented initiatives (crowdsourcing, crowdfunding, etc.), the literature on digital technologies and 
innovation has already built on the idea of generating knowledge through the coordination of 
autonomous agents, using “loosely coupled” layers of components, being either devices, networks, 
services, or content (Yoo, 2013; Yoo, Henfridsson, and Lyytinen, 2010; Zittrain, 2006), leading to “a 
technology’s overall capacity to produce unprompted change driven by large, varied, and uncoordinated 
audiences” (Zittrain, 2006, p. 1980). 

2.2 Online crowd organizations orientation and growth rates 
Crowd members share a common concern (Marshall, 1988) that range from a particular task to a 
shared purpose (Lang and Lang, 1968; Canetti, 1962). Unlike communities and bureaucracies, crowd 
members are not value-oriented, they do not necessarily share homogeneous norms, values, beliefs, 
and codes, rather they are more likely to share a convergent goal (Adler, 2015; Viscusi and Tucci, 
2018). As soon as the goal is achieved—either collectively or individually—members exit the crowd 
and the crowd eventually dissipates. Sharing a common goal decreases barriers to entry into the 
crowd but also reduces the barriers to exit the crowd. This explains why crowds may achieve 
unlimited growth rates or dissipate quickly. Goal orientation and unlimited growth rates influence 
crowd organizations’ boundaries. At the limit, crowd organizations’ boundaries, which encompass 
every member that somehow is contributing to the system’s goal, could change at any second and thus 
the crowd would eventually never achieve stability. The nature of crowd organizations would 
therefore be unstable and tend to be short-lived. 

2.3 Online crowd organizations norms 
Online crowds can be related to the concept of generativity. In this context, it may be difficult to 
detach the capacity of the technology from the capacity of the audience that uses it; both are 
unequivocally and intrinsically related. Generativity arises through the collective behavior of 
thousands of equally aligned and loosely coupled members that engage in serial activities aiming at 
achieving a goal under uncertain conditions and emergent norms. As the crowd interacts to achieve 
their common goal, norms about how to achieve the goals start to emerge, and, in parallel, generate 
output (problems / solutions, ideas, and artifacts) that can evolve in unforeseen directions. 

3. Crowd governance 
Following Marx and McAdam (1994), we conceive that crowds present different degrees of governance 
and explore such variance. Governance modes applied to crowd organizations shape features of 
orientation, membership, growth rates, and norms, and consequently its outputs in terms of 
generativity. Here, governance relates to the means of infusing order to mitigate conflict and realize 
mutual gains (Williamson, 2010, p. 216). In the following section, we discuss how different governance 
modes, ranging from centralized to decentralized, affect crowds’ knowledge generativity in terms of 
quantity and diversity of output. 
 

3.1 The tradeoff 
There is an inherent trade-off between the degree of governance centralization and generativity. 
While generativity implies spontaneity and unforeseen directions, governance centralization means 
control, norms, rules, and structures. These two dimensions are often thought of as incompatible. 
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Shall one control the crowd through high centralization, avoiding misbehavior and misdirection, or 
shall one decentralize, let the crowd develop emergent norms / generativity but lose control over it?  
 
Losing control over the crowd means that the crowd is the one generating problems and solutions and 
therefore the direction of the events. Such direction may be beneficial or harmful both for the seeker, 
if there is one, and members of the crowd. This trade-off leads to what we call the generativity frontier, 
which is a graphical representation of the maximum possible generativity output for each governance 
level (see Figure 1). Any point beneath the curve indicates inefficiency, meaning that for that 
particular level of governance centralization or decentralization, the generativity could be higher. This 
is inefficient because the risk of misbehavior and misdirection is being absorbed without 
compensation in terms of generativity. In this rationale, the cost of having more generativity is the 
increased risk of misbehavior and misdirection. On the other hand, any point beyond the curve 
indicates impossibility, meaning that it is impossible to have more centralization and more 
generativity at the same time using current technology, and that there is a limit delineated by the 
generativity frontier. 
 

 
 

Fig. 1. Online crowd organizations types and the generativity frontier. 

4. Conclusions 
This research line may open new avenues in the literature on new organizational forms. Such research 
avenues could expand our knowledge about self-organization and self-selection, and the impact of such 
mechanisms on knowledge creation, diffusion, and innovation.  It may be useful for framing and 
understanding emerging and less well-understood phenomena such as blockchain. The blockchain 
community has heavily criticized researchers for not recognizing the potential of blockchain as an 
organizational form, and for dismissing it due to the lack of theoretical foundation (Bonneau et al., 2015; 
Catalini and Gans, 2017). On the other hand, organizational researchers have highlighted the 
challenges of investigating new organizational forms (Puranam, Alexy, and Reitzig, 2014). This paper 
attempts to answer these calls, offering a theoretical perspective on the different modes of organizing 
crowds, ranging from the most simplistic crowd-driven organization, where a seeker gains access to the 
knowledge of the crowd; to the more complex crowded organization. 

	  



4    J. Pereira, G. Viscusi, and C. Tucci 
 

Collective Intelligence 2019 

REFERENCES 
Adler, P. S. (2015). Community and Innovation: From Tönnies to Marx. Organization Studies, 36(4), 445–471. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840614561566 
Afuah, A., & Tucci, C. L. (2012). Crowdsourcing as a solution to distant search. Academy of Management Review, 37(3), 355–375. 

https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2010.0146 
Bonneau, J., Miller, A., Clark, J., Narayanan, A., Kroll, J. A., & Felten, E. W. (2015). SoK: Research Perspectives and Challenges 

for Bitcoin and Cryptocurrencies. In 2015 IEEE Symposium on Security and Privacy (pp. 104–121). 
https://doi.org/10.1109/SP.2015.14 

Boudreau, K., & Lakhani, K. (2009). How to Manage Outside Innovation. MIT Sloan Management Review, 50(4), 69–75. 
Brabham, D. C. (2008). Crowdsourcing as a Model for Problem Solving-An Introduction and Cases. Convergence, 14(1), 75–90. 
Brabham, D. C. (2013). Crowdsourcing. Cambridge (MA), USA - London. UK: MIT Press. 
Canetti, E. (1962). Crowds and Power. (C. Stewart, Trans.). New York: Continuum. 
Catalini, C., & Gans, J. S. (2017). Some Simple Economics of the Blockchain. Rotman School of Management Working Paper No. 

2874598; MIT Sloan Research Paper No. 5191-16. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2874598 
Franke, N., Keinz, P., & Klausberger, K. (2013). 'Does this sound like a fair deal?': Antecedents and consequences of fairness 

expectations in the individual’s decision to participate in firm innovation. Organization Science 24(5): 1495-1516. 
Henkel, J., & von Hippel, E. (2004). Welfare Implications of User Innovation. The Journal of Technology Transfer, 30(1–2), 73–

87. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10961-004-4359-6 
Howe, J. (2006). The Rise of Crowdsourcing. Wired Magazine, (14.06). Retrieved from 

http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/14.06/crowds.html. 
Jeppesen, L. B., & Frederiksen, L. (2006). Why do users contribute to firm-hosted user communities? The case of computer-

controlled music instruments. Organization Science, 17(July 2015), 45–63. https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1050.0156 
Lang, K., & Lang, G. (1968). Collective Behavior. In D. L. Sills (Ed.), International encyclopedia of the Social sciences (2nd ed., 

pp. 556–565). New York: MacMillan & Free Press. 
Levine, S. S., & Prietula, M. J. (2013).  "Open collaboration for innovation: Principles and performance." Organization 

Science 25(5): 1414-1433. 
Marshall, G. (1998). Crowds. In J. Scott & G. Marshall (Eds.), Oxford dictionary of Sociology (Third Eds, pp. 147–148). Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. 
Marx, G. T., & McAdam, D. (1994). Collective Behavior and Social Movements: Process and Structure. Prentice Hall. 
Puranam, P., Alexy, O., & Reitzig, M. (2014). What’s “New” About New Forms of Organizing? Academy of Management Review, 

39(2), 162–180. https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2011.0436 
Viscusi, G., & Tucci, C. (2018). Three’s a Crowd? In C. Tucci, A. Afuah, & G. Viscusi (Eds.), Creating and Capturing Value through 

Crowdsourcing. Oxford University Press. 
Wexler, M. N. (2011). Reconfiguring the sociology of the crowd: exploring crowdsourcing. International Journal of Sociology and 

Social Policy, 31(1/2), 6–20. https://doi.org/10.1108/01443331111104779 
Williamson, O. E. (2010). Transaction Cost Economics: The Natural Progression. Journal of Retailing, 86(3), 215–226. 

https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretai.2010.07.005 
Yoo, Y. (2013). The Tables Have Turned: How Can the Information Systems Field Contribute to Technology and Innovation 

Management Research?. Journal of the Association for Information Systems, 14, 227–236. 
Yoo, Y., Henfridsson, O., & Lyytinen, K. (2010). Research Commentary—The New Organizing Logic of Digital Innovation: An 

Agenda for Information Systems Research. Information Systems Research, 21(4), 724–735. 
https://doi.org/10.1287/isre.1100.0322 

Zittrain, J. L. (2006). The generative Internet. Harvard Law Review, 119, 1974–2040. https://doi.org/10.1145/1435417.1435426 
 
 
 

  


